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Does the internal development of comedy correspond to the
external situation? Here, too, the break of 404 may be con-
sidered of the same importance as in the general process we
have been discussing But there were more than two genera-
tions of comic poets, and also different types of comedy. Is it
permissible to regard the whole as a single umt? Apart from
the eleven plays of Aristophanes, which are preserved, we
have nothing but fragments In a few instances they are enough
for some kind of reconstruction of the plot, or at least of parts
of it, in most cases thev are isolated passages; so that our know-
ledge of Old Comedy is only fragmentary, and we have to rely
in part on the views of ancient writers who had access to many
of the plays now lost. We learn, for instance, that the work of
some of the comedians, or at least that some of the comedies,
lacked the political character which is so strong in most of
Aristophanes' plays. Krates appears to have been the creator
of a form of comedy which was mainly concerned with private
life or with fairy tales. Pherekrates and a few others followed
him in this. But according to ancient tradition Old Comedy
was dominated by the three great political poets: Kratmos,
Eupolis and Aristophanes l The works of theirs of which the
dates can be fixed were written during the periods from 455
to 423, 430 to 411, and 427 to 386, respectively, so that they
cover the whole period of Old Comedy. Like these three most
of the other comic poets wrote political plays full of personal
invective and aggressive satire The lists of the victors in
comedy, incomplete though they are, show clearly that this
kind of comedy was far more popular with the Athenian public
than the mild and sober fun of Krates and his like If every-
thing extant is taken into account, and also the fact that the
eleven comedies of Aristophanes bear witness to an astonishing
versatility in one poet, it will be seen that almost all possi-
bilities are, if not exhausted, at least touched on. In spite of
the fragmentary character of what is preserved we are entitled
to assume that we know Old Comedy as a whole.
It is, therefore, unnecessary to stress the variety of the poets,
1 Cf Horace, sat I, 4, i, Qumtil X, i, 6;f The triad of comedians was
probably formed by analogy with the tragic triad But the idea will have been
right, as will also the generally accepted view that Aristophanes was the greatest
of all the comedians However, we cannot make comparisons as long as we have
no complete play of either Kratmos or Eupolis